JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. The question of historicity seems to have loomed larger for Esther than for most other books in the Hebrew Bible, at least until the last decade or so, when the historicity of all parts of the Bible was put in doubt. During the greater part of the last century, scholars assumed the basic historicity of most of the Bible, although problems in its historical and chronological information were duly noted and debated. Exceptions were stories that could be defined as myth, epic, and legend. These genres were well known from the ancient Near East, so
their presence in the Bible was not cause for concern. Short fiction, however, a late phenomenon in the Hebrew Bible, seems to have generated more apologetics than myth or legend.
On what grounds is a story to be judged fictional? Because it is easier to accept a patently unrealistic story, fictionality was sometimes determined by whether or not the events of the story could have happened or by whether the story seemed realistic. But to judge a story's historicity by its degree of realism is to mistake verisimilitude for historicity. Verisimilitude is the literary term for the illusion of reality. Just because a story sounds real does not mean that it is. Realistic fiction is just as fictional as nonrealistic fiction. Among the leading arguments for Esther's historicity are that its setting is authentic and that its knowledge of Persian custom is detailed and accurate. But this realistic background proves nothing about the historicity of the story, as our aforementioned commentators were well aware.
Why, then, did the commentators feel so defensive about denying the historicity of Esther? Perhaps from the need to convince readers whose religious convictions demand that everything in the Bible be taken as true. But there may be more to it than that. It has to do with the centrality of the discipline of history in biblical studies (and in the humanities in general) throughout a large part of the twentieth century. The historical approach saw as one of its objectives the recovery of the history of ancient Israel. A major resource in that quest was the Bible, and so it is not surprising that the Bible's historiographical writings (or what were thought to be its historiographical writings) played such a dominant role. One might even suspect that this encouraged scholars to view more and more of the biblical text as historiography-and, if at all possible, as historically accurate. More important for the present discussion, scholars retrojected their value system back to ancient Israel. That is to say, modem scholars liked to think that the ancient writers meant their work to be taken as history. The history they wrote might be selective, inaccurate, or otherwise flawed, but it was nevertheless history. That an ancient writer may not have intended for his work to be viewed as historical-by which most people mean "true"-does not seem to have entered the discussion until much more recently.
What about the current reassessments of the Bible's historicity, especially by the scholars known as minimalists?3 Clearly, the minimalists do not believe that the large block of narrative from Genesis through Kings is credible history. Do they, though, think that these writings were intended to be read as histori- ography in ancient times? Ancient historiography is quite different from modem historiography in that ancient historiography may include fictions, myths, legends, and hearsay. So Genesis-Kings can still be called historiography even if it is patently untrue (from a modern perspective). Just to make matters more confusing, I will mention that at least one classical scholar questions whether Herodotus's work was historiography.4 Where this leaves us is that the ancient Jew read the Bible much as the ancient Greek read Herodotus. But what they believed about it, and in what sense they believed it, remains unclear. We modems should not believe either one, but I suspect that Herodotus still has more credibility than the Bible, although not as much as he used to. Actually, it may be more correct to conclude that the ancients did not care about historical accuracy, although they surely cared about the past.5 If so, this entire discussion would strike them as trying to make a distinction without a difference. But that will not deter us from pursuing it.
Was Esther intended as a work of fiction? Lawrence M. Wills thinks that is likely.6 Wills dates Esther to the Hellenistic period and sees it as belonging to the genre of novel that is prevalent in that period. I date the book to the Persian period, as an increasing number of people do nowadays, a time when we can already speak of fictional storytelling of the kind we find in Ruth and Jonah.
Is there a way to distinguish fictional storytelling from historiography? I turn for help to David M. Gunn, who has questioned the assumption that the David story is historiographical. He prefers to designate it as "serious entertainment," since he does not think its purpose was to write history. Is the David I find this comment interesting because I too will have something to say about the Greek historiographers and dramatists. I also thought that perhaps Gunn's criterion could help me prove that Esther was intended to be fictional. If there is an "entertainment" in the Bible it is surely Esther, although it is a comic entertainment, not a serious one. But Gunn's dichotomy does not quite work. Esther certainly has an engaging plot and characters and intricate ironies and ambiguities, so I could easily align it with Euripides rather than with Herodotus. On the other hand, Esther has a stronger authorial self-consciousness than most other biblical narratives, although perhaps not as strong as Herodotus. There is less direct discourse, and hence the narrator's presence is more strongly felt. The narrator stands at some distance from his story and often inserts explanations for why things happened. There is also a concern with sources, or at least with recording things in official documents. So I might then conclude that Esther is historiography. In fact, a number of scholars have done so for just these reasons.
Moore is most explicit on this point: This composite Greek picture of the Persians is remarkably similar to the one in Esther, which also features luxury, hierarchy, bureaucracy, wine drinking, the postal system, imperial law, bowing down, eunuchs, impalement, a royal garden, and a sexually virtuous queen. Esther's image of Persia is stereotypical. This, however, is not the end of the matter; it is only the beginning.
For one thing, behind most stereotypes is usually a fair measure of reality. In comparison to the Greeks, and to other places throughout the Persian empire, the Persian court was luxurious, hierarchical, and fond of wine. But the point, once again, is not that Esther's portrait of Persia is realistic, but that it is conventional. The author of Esther used conventional literary motifs to portray Persia-the same motifs that the Greek historiographers, dramatists, and philosophers used. Actually, many of the customs and institutions that characterize Persia were not Persian inventions but were inherited from the Assyrians and the Babylonians (ornate palaces, banquets, reclining on couches, bowing down to monarchs, impalement). They became associated with Persia because Persia was the dominant power at the time that this type of storytelling came into vogue.
Second, to the extent that this view of Persia was pervasive throughout the Persian empire and beyond it, there is no reason to assume that the author of Esther lived in Susa or even in Persia proper. He could have lived anywhere in the Persian empire or even in Greece (although Greece is unlikely).
Third, to the extent that this view is the product of the late fifth and fourth centuries-the period of most of the Greek works-it lends support for dating Esther in the Persian period, the time that most recent scholars date the book on other grounds. To be sure, similar pictures of Persia are found in later classical sources, such as Plutarch (ca. 50-120 C.E.), so we cannot prove the dating by the use of these motifs alone. But we should consider this type of literary evidence along with the linguistic and historical evidence when dating the book.
Finally, motifs can also play a role in exegesis. Motifs have connotations; they can function like semiotic signals or codes. Knowledge of a motifs connotation can take us a long way toward decoding the meaning of a passage or episode. Common motifs are at work in the Vashti incident, in Mordecai's refusal to bow to Haman, and in the ceremony of honor that Haman designed. I will illustrate the last of these.
In ch. 6, Haman designs a special ceremony to honor someone-himself, he thinks. What kind of honor was he hoping for? Several commentaries understand that to wear "the royal robe that the king has worn" and to mount "the horse on whose head is the royal crown" is not a casual suggestion. It means that Haman wants to masquerade as the king; indeed, Haman wants to be the king. He already occupies the highest position at court (3:1), is the person to whom everyone else must bow (3:2), possesses the king's signet ring authorizing him to make edicts (3:10), and has been invited by the queen to two private dinner parties (5:12). It is but a small step to the kingship itself, and Haman now tries to take it. While a few modern commentaries have seen the implication of Haman's request,21 it can be "proved" through recourse to narrative motifs. Greek sources speak more directly to the seriousness of wearing the king's own garment. One of the ceremonies in the initiation of a new Persian king was, according to Plutarch (Artaxerxes 3), the laying aside of his own personal robe and the putting on of the robe of Cyrus the Elder. In Artaxerxes 5 we are given to understand that it was forbidden for anyone to wear the king's robe. This is in the story of Teribazus.
Again, when he was hunting once and Teribazus pointed out that the king's coat was torn, he asked him what was to be done. And when Teribazus replied, "Put on another for yourself, but give this one to me," the king did so, saying, "I give this to you, Teribazus, but I forbid you to wear it." Teribazus gave no heed to this command (being not a bad man, but rather light-headed and witless), and at once put on the king's coat, and decked himself with golden necklaces and women's ornaments of royal splendor. Everybody was indignant at this (for it was a forbidden thing); but the king merely laughed, and said: "I permit you to wear the trinkets as a woman, and the robe as a madman."23 
